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Dea r  P ro fesso r  L e de r b e r g : 

I a m  h appy  to  enc l ose  a  copy  o f th e  r epo r t o f th e  
S u b c o m m i tte e  o n  H u m a n  Response  o f th e  C o m m itte e  o &  
S S T - S o n i c  B o o m . O u r  r o u tin e  in  pub l i c i z ing  r epo r ts 
o f th is  n a tu r e  is to  s end  o u t a  d o zen  cop i es  o r  so  
to  a  spec ia l l y  se lec ted  list o f sc ience  wr i ters a n d  
a  p ress  r e l ease  to  a  b r o ade r  l ist wi th a n  o ffe r  to  
s end  cop i es  fo r  the i r  pe rusa l  as  l o ng  as  th e  supp l y  
lasts. W e  customar i l y  s e nd  to  Ha ro l d  S chmeck  a n d /o r  
W a lte r  S u l l ivan a t th e  T im e s . 

I m u s t c on fess  m y chag r i n  w h e n  I l ea rn  th a t y ou  h ave  
n o t b e e n  rece iv i ng  ou r  n ews  re l eases  regu la r ly ;  p l ease  
b e  assu r ed  th a t you r  n a m e  wi l l  qu ick ly  b e  a d d e d  to  ou r  
m a i l ing list. If tim e  pe rm i ts, w e  wou l d  r a the r  h a ve  
you  se lect  th e  r epo r ts y ou  w ish  to  rece ive  as  you  a r e  
n o tifie d  o f the i r  i ssuance.  B u t if tim e  is a  fac to r , 
w e  wi l l  b e  g l a d  to  s end  you  regu la r l y  th o se  o f m o r e  
th a n  pass i ng  interest. 

Y o u  a r e  a l so  in te rested in  ta l k i ng  a b o u t th e  m o r e  g en -  
e ra l  a spec ts o f c ommun i c a tin g  sc ience  inform a tio n  
th r o u g h  th e  mass  m e d i a , a n d  so  a m  I. A s you  k now , 
th e r e  was  a  pe r i o d  sho r tly a fte r  th e  first S p u tn ik  
w h e n  th e  N a tio na l  S c i ence  F o u n d a tio n  was  h a ppy  to  sup -  
p o r t a lmos t a ny  con fe r ence  o f scient ists a n d  sc ience  
wr i ters to  ta lk  a b o u t th e  n e e d  fo r  g r e a te r  pub l i c  u n -  
de rs ta nd i n g  o f sc ience  a n d  th e  p r o b l ems  th a t a r ose  in  
th e  c ommun i c a tio ns  p rocess.  It is l ike ly th a t th e se  
d i a l ogues  resu l ted  in  a  h e i g h te n e d  awa r eness  in  e ach  
o f th e  o the r 's p r o b l ems , b u t w h e the r  th is  n e w  awa r e -  
ness  resu l ted  in  b e tte r  c ommun i c a tio ns  sti l l r ema i ns  
to  b e  p r oved . 



You look upon the main problem as the authentication of 
scientific reports for earlier publication in the mass 
media, and wonder how appropriate scientific criticism 
can be brought to bear on reports for which detailed docu- 
mentation is lacking. I would rather not deal with that 
problem, simply because I do not think there is a solution. 
Unavailable documentation cannot be evaluated. 

Further, even if a technique was found that would permit 
crPtica1 evaluation before publication in the mass media, 
is this really the way to handle the problem of the anti- 
quated journal? Most of the bench scientists I talk to 
in the Academy report that they get very little infor- 
mation from the news media in the area of their own pro- 
fessional interests. When I ask whether there isn't at 
least sufficient information in the news article to en- 
able them to determine whether or not they want to pur- 
sue the matter further, the answer often is that the news 
article is so garbled or so truncated that it is impos- 
sible to tell whether or not the reported advance is sig- 
nificant. 

I feel that there are really two problems here. There 
is the problem of publication lag among the journals. 
But John Maddox of Nature has instituted a plan in that 
journal that permits the publication in the June 15, 
1968, issue of articles received in April and of let- 
ters received as late as May 21. He has accomplished 
this by establishing a network of paid reviewers, some 
of whom are in the universities and some, I understand, 
are actually on the staff of the journal. Granted 
that the economics of publishing and of the scientific 
enterprise are different in England, I wonder if our 
journals simply don't need a bit of shaking up. 

The second problem, of course, is the competence of the 
science writers in the mass media. Like you, I should 
like to have this correspondence off the record, for I 
feel that the vast majority of them are neither good 
communicators of science or good reporters (and there 
is an important difference!) The crux of the problem, 
in my view, lies in the fact that science reporters, 
unlike sports reporters or business reporters, are not 
subject to critical review by their readers. Ironically, 
however, the field that they cover is far more demanding 
of excellence than either sports or business. In this, 
the science writer resembles most closely the foreign 
correspondent -- and it is in these two fields that the 
American public is worst informed. 

(One way to illustrate the difference between the de- 
mands made on the sports reporter and on the science 
reporter is to compare what has to be explained to the 
reader. As you are well aware, DNA has to be defined 



anew each time it is used. On the other hand, I made 
a quick survey of the front page of the New York Times -- 
Sunday Sports Section a couple of weeks ago and was 
delighted to discover that in only one out of ten front- 
page articles did the reporter feel any compulsion to 
name the sport he was describing. An article about a 
Davis Cup elimination round did not once use the word 
"tennis"; a report of a contest between the Mets and 
the Dodgers did not include the word "baseball." It 
isn't necessary.) 

I have been thinking some more about the assignment 
for the Washington Post, but I prefer to make that the 
subject of another letter. 

Very sincerely, 

Director 
Office of Information 

HJL:ca 
Enclosure 


